Scottish Government International Development Policy & Funding

Response from NIDOS

(Network of International Development Organisations in Scotland)

Who we are

NIDOS is a network of 68 organisations in Scotland involved in international development. NIDOS aims to improve the effectiveness of Scotland's international development sector by facilitating and promoting the sharing of experience, ideas and information on international development policy and practice. Our membership is predominantly comprised of charities and NGOs working throughout the world in a wide range of development sectors. The following response draws directly from the knowledge and practical experience of our member organisations.

Consultation process

The Scottish Government’s informal consultation document was circulated to all NIDOS members on 23rd August, accompanied by an invitation to submit written comments and / or attend a NIDOS-facilitated discussion on 3rd October in Edinburgh.  During our 3rd October discussion consensus was reached on a number of points and a first draft was prepared by the attending organisations. The draft was then submitted to NIDOS’ Board of Trustees for approval (NIDOS’ Trustees are elected by the member organisations), resulting in this final version.

Response

NIDOS welcomes the new administration’s commitment to maintaining an international development policy, and congratulates the Government on the achievements realised through the policy during the last 2 years. NIDOS also welcomes the Government’s invitation for comments from international development agencies on the current policy and funding schemes – we encourage the Government to continue a regular, meaningful dialogue with Scottish NGOs throughout the ongoing development and implementation of the policy.

The NIDOS network comprises an extremely broad range of NGOs, which in turn represent an equally broad range of opinion about the Scottish Government’s work in international development. However, there is consensus across the NIDOS membership on a number of points. The NIDOS membership would like to make the following comments and recommendations on the Government’s policy and funding schemes:

1. CLARITY OF POLICY AND STRATEGY

There is a need for increased clarity as to what the Scottish Government’s (SG) international development policy aims to achieve, and what the policy’s development outcomes are. In particular, there should be an explicit statement as to whose needs the policy aims to address – the needs of Scotland, or the needs of the developing world. On this point, NIDOS would encourage a policy and outcomes that centre on poverty eradication and focus on the needs of the developing world. While the policy can bring undoubted benefit to Scotland, the need for a “Scottish element” within any work should not override the needs of developing countries. Moreover, to ensure that the outcomes and needs being addressed are relevant and appropriate, it is crucial that the communities Scotland is seeking to assist are fully engaged and consulted, with their views informing the content and continuing development of the policy.

Increased clarity should also extend to the SG’s approach to emergency response. If the SG is to continue support for disaster relief, the policy should recognise the differences between long-term development and emergency response, and should provide a clear statement on the SG’s role during crises, including the amount of funding available, and how any funding will be managed and allocated; as with the other funding schemes, the allocation process for emergency response funding should be transparent.

2. FUNDING PROCESSES

A fundamental concern shared by all NIDOS members has been the management of the funding schemes to date. Assessment and decision-making processes have not always been transparent, and there is great concern at the lack of international development expertise used to inform funding decisions. We recognise that there is limited staffing and capacity for administration of the funding schemes, but feel that the following recommendations would improve the process for both applicants and the SG’s team:

· For open grants programmes, a clear application and decision-making timetable should be set and publicised well in advance. This will greatly improve the ability of potential applicants to plan their work and prepare fully-formed, quality proposals.

· In tandem with the above, speedier funding decisions are essential. To date, the length of time between submission of applications and funding announcements has been unacceptable. Delayed decisions have led to confusion, a loss of confidence in the process and, in some cases, delays were so extensive that local needs and priorities changed significantly from the time of the initial proposal submission.

· Funding applications should be assessed using external expertise and guidance – the SG team cannot be expected to develop the knowledge and experience required to make fully-informed judgments about many project proposals.

· The application materials and assessment criteria should better reflect recognised good practice within the sector. As a minimum, there should be an increased requirement for applicants to provide detail on their needs assessment, their monitoring and evaluation systems, and the extent of their relationship with local partners and communities.

· Once funding mechanisms have been established, they should be adhered to. Transparency, accountability and strategic coherence can all be undermined where proposals are solicited and grants are made outside the agreed funding schemes. 

3. THEMATIC AND GEOGRAPHIC FOCUS

There is a diversity of opinion within the NIDOS membership as to whether the policy should adopt a broader or a narrower focus, and what the thematic and geographic focuses should be – the responses submitted to the SG from individual organisations will no doubt reflect this diversity of opinion. 

However, the NIDOS membership strongly believes that, whatever model is adopted, mechanisms should be put in place to discourage “fund-chasing”, whereby organisations with little track record or strategic interest in the SG’s chosen area of focus nevertheless go on to develop projects that meet that focus. 

4. EVALUATION

The SG needs to conduct a thorough evaluation of the work completed so far under the auspices of the policy, including work undertaken through the Scotland-Malawi Co-operation Agreement. This evaluation should be conducted now, and should be used to inform the development, content and focus of the policy and the accompanying funding schemes. The evaluation should also be used as an opportunity to develop and embed robust monitoring procedures within the SG, so that progress against the SG’s outcomes can be measured and lessons can be learnt from future work. Ensuring that Scotland’s international development policy has high standards of quality should be consistent with increasing the budget.

Crucially, the successes and failures of the Scotland-Malawi relationship should be analysed in detail before the SG commits to a similar level of resource-intensive co-operation with another country. At the same time, the SG should be wary of breaking or reducing the emphasis on the relationship with Malawi – existing commitments should be met and there needs to be a recognition of the expectations that have been raised within both Malawi and Scotland. 

5. EDUCATION & ENGAGEMENT

The SG policy should aim to achieve increased awareness and understanding of international development amongst politicians, the media, the public and the private sector. However, the international development policy also presents the SG and its partners with an opportunity to develop and promote an understanding of international development that moves away from the kind of language, imagery and practice that encourages a stereotypical perception of the developing world’s helplessness and dependence on aid and charity. In order to improve understanding of international development and discourage damaging perceptions, the SG and its partners (including NGOs) should promote the policy and the development process as a partnership between Scotland and the developing world.

Contact details

NIDOS would welcome the opportunity to discuss this document in more detail, and would welcome feedback from the Scottish Government on the points raised. For all future correspondence, please contact:

Ronnie MacPherson, NIDOS, Thorn House, 5 Rose Street, Edinburgh, EH2 2PR

Tel: 0131 243 2680
Email: ronnie@nidos.org.uk

